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In July 1909 the entire northern half of the town of Cobalt was destroyed by fire. Fanned by high winds, the blaze swept unchecked through the ruck of flimsy frame houses that stretched along either side of Cobalt's major thoroughfare. "The fire," wrote the local newspaper, "raged like a fiend. The sparks ran like skirmishers of disaster....
Behind was the awful roar of falling buildings, in front was a blazing, surging demon of fire fanned by the stiff breeze, leaping many feet to its next vantage point." More than sixty years after this conflagration, I wrote: "Despite continued overcrowding, Cobalt was spared the repetition of another such major fire.... Today, however, this menace 2 still hovers above the town."
In May 1977, less than a year after these words were written, disaster struck once again.
This most recent fire should serve as a warning to historians and geographers interested in the development of the north. In the early years of settlement almost every small town in the north was menaced by fire. Porcupine was gutted in 1911. Catharines (1905 Catharines ( -1907 Catharines ( , 1914 This is an example of the type of sources available in Cobalt.
In general they deal with urban-social history and mining business development. What information is stored in the agricultural town of 3 New Liskeard or the lumber community of Latchford?
There is no guarantee that other towns have the wealth of material that Cobalt has, and we might never know if we wait too long.
The best starting point for any such project is still Gilbert A. Stelter and John Rowan, Community Development in Northeastern Ontario: A Selected Bibliography (Sudbury: Laurentian University Press, 1972). Other valuable material for northern Ontario urban development at the turn of the century can be found in such journals as Canada First, The Canadian Magazine and the Algoma Missionary News (Church House, Toronto); in the annual reports of the Ontario Department of Mines, the Board of Health, and the Temiskaming and Northern Ontario Railway Commission; and in such diverse sources as the Colonization Road Papers in the Ontario Archives, and the Inspection Reports of the Bank of Nova Scotia.
